Introduction
Seasonally anoestrous ewes induced to ovulate with multiple injections of GnRH, without prior treatment with progester¬ one, frequently form a corpus luteum that undergoes premature regression 4 days later (Southee et al, 1988a) . These corpora lutea with a short lifespan provide a suitable model for the study of premature luteolysis which often occurs after the first ovulation following a period of ovarian quiescence (for exam¬ ple, at puberty, or the transition from seasonal or lactational anoestrus) (Yuthasastrakosol el al, 1975; Lamming et al, 1981) .
The premature regression of the GnRH-induced corpus luteum has been shown to be a result of the precocious activation of the normal luteolytic mechanism, involving the coincident secretion of oxytocin from the corpus luteum and PGF2a from the uterus (Hunter et al, 1989; Hunter, 1991 (Hunter, 1991; Beard and Hunter, 1994a) . Pro¬ gesterone has a negative influence on oxytocin receptors during the luteal phase and in steroid hormone treated, ovariectomized ewes (Homanics and Silvia, 1988; Lau et al, 1992; Beard et al, 1994) . Flint and Sheldrick (1985) showed that continuous infusion of oxytocin in ewes from day 13 (Fig. 2a ).
These profiles were not different between the groups (P > 0.05). Three ewes in the control group displayed a progesterone profile typical of a short luteal phase (Fig. 2b) (Fig. 4) . (Southee et al, 1988a; Hunter, 1991; Beard and Hunter, 1994b (1986) showed that administration of oxytocin to ewes with large numbers of uterine oxytocin receptors already present had no effect on numbers of receptors and this provides an explanation for the difference in the results obtained.
In Expt 1, the incidence of abnormal luteal function was lower in the control group of ewes than that reported by McLeod et al (1982) and Southee et al (1988a,b (Asher et al, 1989) and calves (Cooper et al, 1995) .
It is unknown whether the short increase in progesterone and the normal luteal function were the result of an unknown independent mechanism, or, whether the progesterone rise was the cause of subsequent normal luteal function. Expt 2 was designed to investigate this further.
The progesterone injection administered in Expt 2 was designed to simulate the rise measured in Expt 1. The release/metabolism of progesterone administered on day 1 was considerably slower than expected from previous work (Beard (Hunter et al, 1989) , and the oxytocin-induced PGFM release in post partum cows (Zollers et al, 1989) . The lack of a response to oxytocin in the group pretreated with progesterone in this study confirms this result in ewes. The ability of progesterone pretreatment to decrease the number of oxytocin receptors during the early luteal phase in ewes (Hunter et al, 1989) and cows (Zollers et al, 1993) 
